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Abstract 
After an analysis the role of cooperatives association in the Italian system, the paper aims at identifying how this 
associations implement their strategic objectives of cooperative associations in Italian cooperative sector. It is 
specifically, addresses the issues of strategy definition, performance monitoring and stakeholders openness. The 
cooperative sector is very important in the socio-economic system in Italy. Terms  diffusion, numbers and strategic 
relevance. Third sector literature on cooperative system is sparse in that there are few studies that thoroughly 
investigate the management and accounting objectives of these cooperative associations. The analysis is explicitly 
addressed on the degree of coherence and openness of the planning and control systems in the cooperative 
associations. Drawing from a contingency approach, we tried to translate the concept of efficiency for the study of 
those complex organizations whose goals are strictly intertwined with the social development, equality and free 
participation.  In order to catch the fit between the cooperative associations and their environments, the study 
focuses on the internal coherence and openness of their planning and controlling systems. The paper furthers to 
identify the most important steps and tools for planning and controlling cycle. Empirically, the study brings out an 
eventual definition of the state of the art that are to be employed in their (cooperative associations) activities. 
Finally, I t  indicates the development possibilities on both the present control tools and their application. 
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Keywords: No Profit Organization, planning and control system, Stakeholder Theory, efficiency, cooperative sector. 
© 2013 The Authors Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved 
1. Introduction  
 According to Smith (2005, p. 463): “The voluntary and non-profit sectors are increasingly viewed as central to the 
vitality and health of democratic societies. […]”. 
In Italy, the analysis of the Third sector has been approached both sociologically (Cesareo, 1985) as well as 
economically (Zamagni, 1998, Ranci, 1994). These two approaches used the term to indicate a set of practices and  
organizational actors of private nature that produce goods and services with a public or collective relevance. Some 
of the characteristics of the Third sector organizations are listed below: 
 No profit distribution, 
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 Private juridical nature, 
 Presence of a formal Agreement and a Statute among the associated people, 
 Opportunity to have a quote of voluntary work, 
 Democratic principles of functioning (e.g. in the election of the representative organs and in the 
participation of the associated people). 
These characteristics can identified from the ISTAT census on the Third Sector and from Italian national laws. With 
regard to these characteristics and the definition of the Third sector, the study of cooperative sector through its 
associations can be framed in the Third sector analysis. 
Literature on this issue at hand has been increasing at the national level as well as international level and “yet studies 
of the sector have been slow to incorporate explicit attention to the role and impact of [some diversity] variables” 
(Smith, 2005, p. 464). 
The present paper attempts to contribute to the extant literature on the Third Sector focusing on the cooperative 
sector with special emphasis on cooperative associations. Meanwhile, the objectives of these organizations are not 
easily defined as they differ widely from business organizations in terms of their constitution, aspirations and 
structure. According to Soboh et al. (2009), empirical studies have failed to address the cooperatives’ (and their 
associations’) objectives as represented by the theoretical literature on performance. 
After an analysis of the role of the cooperatives association in the Italian system, the paper aims at identifying how 
this associations implement their strategic objectives of cooperative associations in the Italian cooperative sector. It 
specifically, addresses the issues of strategy definition, performance monitoring and stakeholders’ openness. 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
 
Perrow (1986) underlines the importance of the contingency paradigm* (technological school) on the purpose of 
searching for an economical fit between an organization and its environment. This fit seems to be implicitly founded 
on the efficiency concept.  Perrow (1982) contends that the context of an organization is represented by all other 
organizations that have similar interests, modes of framing their reality and power. 
According to Pfeffer (1982, p. 8) on the contingency paradigm, the action is interpreted as the result of a conscious 
and forward-looking decision process.  
The organizational design, composed by structure, strategy,  planning and control system is as a result of specific 
choices, and it aims at increasing the efficiency of the organization compared with its own context. 
The contingency approach tries to find the rational behaviour (goal-directed), assuming that an administrative 
activity (and that of management) directly and positively affects   performances of organizations. 
The aim of management is to make operatively what is necessary for the achievement of the (strategic) 
organizational goals. 
Thus contingency paradigm, the efficiency concept could be as follows: 
1. the relation between input and output, 
2. the predictive definition of goals in order to improve the management control through a comparison 
between goals and results in order to identify potential gaps, 
3. the circularity and coherence of planning and control steps (strategy definition, planning, reporting and 
control,  
 
Despite the worldwide applicability of the contingency approach, there is a difficulty to studying efficiency as an 
input-output relation in no-profit organizations. Those organizations use input (resources) and they certainly obtain 
output (e.g. services). However, the value of that output cannot be considered as a proxy of their final goal. On the 
contrary, it has to be considered as a mean to satisfy mutual needs. In this situation, the analysis of the input/ output 
relation becomes problematic and complex, and it does not seem coherent with the discussed paradigm. 
 
* The contingency paradigm developed in the Seventies thanks to the contribution of Thompspon J. (1967), 
Organizations in Action, Mc-Graw Hill, New York; Lawrence P- R., Lorsch J. W. (1967), Organization and 
Environment, Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass; Perrow C. (1967), “A framework for Comparative 
Organizational Analysis”, American Sociological Review, vol. 32, n. 2: 194-208. 
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Furthermore, cooperative associations like the Italian Leg he, an output such as the representativeness of the 
cooperatives cannot be expressed through the amount of services provided. It is evaluation implies use of external 
factors like the degree of satisfaction of the associated cooperatives. Those factors cannot be unilaterally expressed 
through the money unit, but they must be weighed upon subjective perceptions. 
Considering these limitations, we will focus our analysis on both predictive definition of goals and the circularity of 
the planning and control system. 
As shown in Figure 1, the circularity of a control process can evaluated through the definition and coherence among 
strategy, planning and control system as well as performance evaluation system. Bubbio (1997, p. 3) posits that this 
gives an organization the needed ability to act. 
The elements of the cycle are defined as: 
- Strategy: explicit definition of general objectives to achieved medium and long term periods, 
- Planning (it implies budgeting): explicit translation of the general objectives in operational goals, assumed 
to be the responsibility of the management, 
- Reporting and Controlling results of achieved in comparison to the planned goals in order to outline an 
eventual gap and the reasons for that gap. The analysis of the variances is at the basis of a performance 
evaluation system and it raises future corrective actions in the short and long term to ensure the 
achievement of the next goals. 
The analysis will be structured in a contingency paradigm; in relation to the literature that investigate the 
cooperative sector (for instance, Soboh et al., 2009). The paper intends to analyze the role of the cooperative 
associations in the cooperative sector (i.e. towards their cooperatives). It also addresses the issues of strategy 
definition and performance monitoring.  
The aim of the study could be broken down into the following research question: 
1. To define the level of openness of the planning and controlling system within cooperative associations: 
a. Involvement of stakeholders in the strategic/ planning step (input), 
b. Involvement of stakeholders in the communication of an organizational results (output). 
 
3. Methodology and method 
 
To analyze the degree of openness planning and control system in Italian LC organizations, study was developed 
through a contingency approach. The chosen methodology was qualitative and the analysis was conducted through 
the use of a survey. The survey was addressed to the Presidents of the local LCs. This is because the local level is 
the most relevant in terms of subsidiary.  
A structured questionnaire, on the basis of the survey, was prepared after the literature analysis about the relevance 
of the implementation of a control system in a non-profit  organizations (Third Sector) as well as the major critical 
aspects concerning its application.  
The questionnaire was structured as follows: 
LC general data such as the denomination of the organization, the number of associated cooperatives, etc. 
Section 1: this section analyzes the services LCs provide and their relevance to the organization. 
Section 2: this is the main section. It intends to outline the internal  structure with regards to the planning and 
control systems in the organization. 
Section 3: this one is directed to acquire information on the relationship between the LCs and their stakeholders. 
Particularly, to capture how the stakeholders are  involved in the organization’s decision system. 
Section 4: the last section intends  to outline the relationship between the LCs and their cooperative associates.  
This work focuses on sections 3 and 4. 
The response scale to the questionnaire was mainly the Like scale (1-7 where 1= low, and 7 = high) for those 
elements that entailed the various perceptions of the respondents. 
After drafting the questionnaire, it was tested in an LC organization and subsequently, it was sent to the 76 Italian 
local LC organizations.  
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4. Results on the management of the Cooperative Associations 
 
The results of the present work preferred referring to the cooperative Associations called “Leghe” of cooperatives 
(singular: Legha). They are the most spread and oldest (founded in 1886) cooperative association in Italy. At the 
local level, the survey was conducted on the total number of Leghe: 76, with a response rate of 39,47%. The Leghe 
offer to their associated cooperatives a bunch of services, especially financial and fiscal advice and other types of 
consultancy (work training, adaptation to the work security normative, promotion of the cooperative network, etc.) 
 
The results on the strategic planning are evidenced in Table 1: they show a high level of clearness and 
communication of the strategic objectives within the Leghe’s organization. They are mainly based on the spread of 
the ethical values of the cooperative system and on the principles of representation. 
 
Table 1 – Legha’s strategy planning 
Questions Mean Std Dev 
Planning and control systems. Strategic variables 
The Legha’s strategic objectives are clear and the whole organization know them 6,27 0,69 
The definition of the Legha’s strategic objectives is based on historical and 
perspective scenarios about the associated cooperatives’ sectors 
5,90 1,27 
The Legha’s strategic objectives are communicated to the whole organization 5,83 1,32 
Each Legha’s strategic objective is accompanied by the definition of a specific 
action to reach it 
5,47 3,02 
 
The research question involves the level of openness of the planning and control system in the associations of 
cooperatives, with reference to both the involvement of stakeholders in the strategic/ planning step (input) and in the 
communication of the organizational results (output). 
In the evaluation of the stakeholders’ involvement, the Leghe were asked to identify, on a Likert scale 1-7 (1 = low 
and 7 = high), the role of the most important actors in the definition of their strategy (Table 2). 
 
 
 
Table 2 – Who and at what level are involved in the Leghe’s strategy?\ 
 
Questions Mean Std Dev 
Planning and control systems. Strategic variables 
The Lega’s strategy involves the associated cooperatives 5,83 2,28 
The Lega’s strategy involves other institutional organizations (both private and public) 4,93 4,13 
The definition of the Lega’s services to the associated cooperatives is based on a marketing survey 
about their needs 
4,10 3,09 
 
The results of Table 2 show a high involvement of the associated cooperatives, while there is a high standard 
deviation about the involvement of other institutional organizations. It seems that the strategy would be finalized to 
the sole cooperatives (mean: 5,83). Nevertheless the possibility to define the Lega’s services on the basis of the 
cooperatives’ needs shows a little support, especially if referred to marketing surveys on the subject (mean: 4,10). 
The results on the involvement of other institutional organizations (other than the associated cooperatives) require to 
be deepened through the frequency of relationships between the Lega and those stakeholders. 
Table 3 shows the frequency of relationships between the Lega and some private and public actors: 
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Table 3 – Leghe’s environmental relationships 
Questions Mean Std Dev 
Frequency of the relationships with private and public institutions: 
Municipality 6,07 0,89 
Province 6,17 0,83 
Region 5,67 1,26 
Other public actors 5,93 0,92 
Other Leghe 6,03 1,07 
 
Table 3 confirms a high frequency of those relationships, thus it becomes difficult to interpret the response about the 
scarce involvement of the indicated stakeholders on the Leghe’s strategy.  
It is possible to hypothesize a high division, within the Lega’s organization, between the strategic apex (who defines 
the strategy) and the eventual offices that cultivate the external relationships, otherwise the results have to be 
interpreted as a scarce Leghe’s consciousness on the importance of the other stakeholders (other than the associated 
cooperatives) when they elaborate their own strategy. 
When we analyze the involvement of the stakeholders, overall the planning and control system of the Leghe, the 
most important result is the recognition of importance of the associated cooperatives in the step of strategy 
definition (previous Table 2).  This evidences a high level of openness of the Lega towards its associates, while the 
relationships with the other private and public stakeholders reveal a high level of openness in the definition of the 
Lega’s own environment of reference. 
The most relevant aspects of the relationships between the Leghe and their stakeholders can be caught with 
reference to the use of some reporting tools like the social report and the Lega’s mission report.  
Despite Figure3 denounces a scarce use of the social report (only 16,67% of the respondents use it), Tables 4 and 5 
clarify that both the social report and the Lega’s mission report are highly thought as means of external 
communication and sharing of the cooperative values, in order to improve the link with the environmental 
stakeholders and drive their attention to the role of the Lega. 
The tools are not used for internal purposes, for instance to improve the organizational reporting (mean: 4,83 in 
Table 7). 
 
Table 4 – Leghe’s use of the social report 
Questions Mean Std Dev 
The social report is used as: 
Mean to communicate the Lega’s values to the environment 6,67 0,67 
Mean to communicate the Lega’s results to the environment 6,50 0,70 
Mean to favor the participation of external stakeholders 6,50 0,30 
Mean to favor the relationships with the environment 6,67 0,67 
Mean to improve the Lega’s image and its stakeholders’ consensus 6,50 0,30 
Mean to widen the internal reporting 4,83 0,57 
 
Table 5 – Leghe’s use of their mission report 
 
Questions Mean Std Dev 
The aim of the mission report is 
To clear and identify the Lega’s mission 6,50 0,50 
To share the Lega’s values with its associates 5,50 0,50 
To make clear the strategy to the Lega’s workers 5,00 2,00 
To favor the improvement of a general cooperative culture 7,00 7,00 
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The results on the level of openness of the planning and control system in the Leghe of cooperatives show a high 
level of openness both in input and in output. 
6. Final remarks 
 
The analysis tried to contribute to the extant literature on the Third Sector (such as the voluntary, charitable, 
cooperative, religious, health and educational organizations) focusing on the cooperative sector and, specifically, on 
the associations of cooperatives. 
The study was run on the whole number of local Leghe coop within the national boundaries.  
Drawing from the research questions of the study (i.e. the level of coherence among the managerial tools of the 
control system), the results of the study evidence that: the data analysis underlines a high level of openness both in 
input and in output: the most important moments are the strategic planning and the external reporting, however the 
relationship with the environment is not systematic.  
The Lega considers the relationship with the environment as fundamental, but the means to catch and understand the 
support of the stakeholders seem to be weak. 
In input, the openness mainly involves the associated cooperatives, while in output it refers to the whole 
environment. The latter is considered in input through a series of relationships that do not seem consciously 
considered in the Lega’s strategy definition. 
The present level of efficiency in the Leghe can be evaluated in the way of: 
1. the absence of a network between the strategic objectives definition and a performance evaluation systems 
2. the absence of a systematic relationships with its environment (or better with their means stakeholders) to 
capture the new interests and needs. 
A critical aspect of the study is that the questionnaire, used for the survey, does not catch the “operationalization” of 
the strategic objectives in the operative planning. On the other hand, the operative planning, conducted through the 
tool of the budget, seems to concern only the services, while the other various activities performed by the Leghe 
(e.g. representation, development of the cooperative values, …) are excluded from that area of economic 
rationalization. In these conditions, there is the potential of a detachment between the strategy and the effective 
Leghe’s activity and, above all, there is the possibility of self-determinism and the risk of avoidance of the real 
stakeholders’ needs. 
Further research can clarify and quantify that eventual detachment, through the comparison with both the 
cooperatives’ perceptions and needs and other international realities. 
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